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Morris Cohen and the Art of Book Collecting*
Michael Widener**
Mr. Widener asserts that Morris Cohen was an artist, that book collecting was his 
art, and that his masterpiece is the Juvenile Jurisprudence Collection, a collection of 
law-related children’s books that Cohen donated to the Yale Law Library in 2008. He 
argues that libraries and individual collectors should emulate this style of collecting, 







However,	my	 real	 goal	 is	 to	hold	up	 the	 Juvenile	 Jurisprudence	Collection	as	 an	
example	for	other	collectors	to	emulate,	whether	they	be	libraries	or	individuals,	







and	still	 is,	being	disseminated	and	 forming	an	 important	part	of	our	children’s	
civic	education.”1








	 2.	 A	 complete	 list	 of	Morris	 Cohen’s	 collection,	 Juvenile Jurisprudence: A Collection of Law-
Related Children’s Books,	 can	 be	 found	 at	 http://www.law.yale.edu/documents/pdf/News_&_Events
/CohenChildrenBookList.pdf.	For	an	illustrated	overview	of	law-related	children’s	books,	see	the	cat-
alog	of	the	2003	exhibition	that	Morris	Cohen	curated	at	Yale’s	Beinecke	Rare	Book	and	Manuscript	
Library,	 which	 includes	 Cohen’s	 lecture,	 “Who	 Killed	 Cock	 Robin?	 Law	 &	 Crime	 in	 Children’s	
Literature.”	JuVeNiLe JurisprudeNCe: Law iN ChiLdreN’s LiTeraTure	(2003).
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Joseph	 Story’s	 The Constitutional Class Book.3	 There	 are	 moralizing	 works	 like	
Juvenile Trials for Robbing Orchards, Telling Fibs, and Other Heinous Offences4	
(described	 by	 Morris	 as	 “a	 charming	 exposition	 of	 self-government	 in	 the	
schoolroom”5).	 Some	 of	 the	 books	 are	 purely	 for	 entertainment,	 such	 as	 The 
Quarrel and Lawsuit Between Cock Robin and Jenny Wren6	or	an	account	of	the	trial	
of	Lizzie	Borden.7	There	are	judicial	biographies	such	as	A Picture Book of Thurgood 
Marshall.8	A	number	of	the	items	are	legal	guides	written	specifically	for	children,	






ographer	Colin	Franklin.	His	provocative	and	contrarian	essay,	Book Collecting as 


















	 3.	 Joseph sTorY, The CoNsTiTuTioNaL CLass book	(Boston,	Hilliard,	Gray	1834).
	 4.	 r. JohNsoN, JuVeNiLe TriaLs for robbiNg orChards, TeLLiNg fibs, aNd oTher heiNous 
offeNCes	(3d	ed.,	London,	T.	Carnan	1776).
	 5.	 CoLLeCTors oN CoLLeCTiNg	 at	 [10]	 (2002),	 available at	 http://www.bc.edu/content/dam
/files/schools/law_sites/library/pdf/RBR_items/pdf/ExhibitCatalogCollectorsCollecting.pdf.
	 6.	 The QuarreL aNd LawsuiT beTweeN CoCk robiN aNd JeNNY wreN	(London,	N.	Carpenter,	
c.	1840).
	 7.	 JoaN axeLrod-CoNTrada, The Lizzie bordeN “axe murder” TriaL	(2000).
	 8.	 daVid a. adLer, a piCTure book of Thurgood marshaLL	(1997).
	 9.	 paTi miLes, goiNg To famiLY CourT	(1979).
	 10.	 CoLiN fraNkLiN,	Book Collecting as One of the Fine Arts,	in	book CoLLeCTiNg as oNe of The 




























¶11	 First,	 I	 want	 to	 argue	 for	 special	 collections,	 not	 rare	 collections.	 The	















literature	 for	 insights	 into	 law.	 I	 certainly	didn’t.	Neither	have	many	bookdealers	
who	specialize	in	children’s	literature,	but	who	have	met	my	inquiries	with	blank	
stares.	I	suspect	Morris	encountered	similar	reactions.	In	fact,	I	suspect	that	collec-
	 14.	 daVid CeCiL, readiNg as oNe of The fiNe arTs	4	(1949).
	 15.	 Alan	Watson,	The Importance of “Nutshells,”	42	am. J. Comp. L.	1,	18	(1994).
	 16.	 CeCiL,	supra	note	14,	at	5.
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tors	 of	 children’s	 books	 would	 consider	 many	 of	 the	 books	 in	 the	 Juvenile	
Jurisprudence	Collection	to	be	among	the	more	dreary	and	uninteresting	examples	
of	the	genre,	with	prices	that	reflect	their	unattractiveness.	In	most	contexts,	a	civ-












Collection	 reach	 across	 disciplinary	 and	 literary	 boundaries,	 encouraging	 cross-
fertilization.	As	products	of	serendipity,	 they	can	 in	 turn	promote	serendipity.	 If	
they	 do	 nothing	more	 than	 inspire	 faculty	 and	 students	 to	 look	 at	 the	 old	 and	
familiar	in	new	ways,	they	have	performed	a	useful	function.
¶16	 There	 is	 another	 lesson	 to	 be	 learned	 from	 the	 Juvenile	 Jurisprudence	
Collection:	 the	 importance	 of	 sustained	 effort.	 Morris	 and	 his	 son	 Dan	 spent	
almost	fifty	years	building	this	collection.	Sustaining	a	collection-building	project	
over	a	long	period	of	time	is	admittedly	not	easy.	Academic	libraries,	law	and	oth-
erwise,	 are	 littered	 with	 collections	 that	 were	 abandoned	 in	midstream	when	 a	
professor	or	librarian	departed,	or	lost	interest,	or	lost	their	institution’s	support.

















	 17.	 The	collection	was	featured	in	an	exhibit	at	the	Boston	College	Law	Library.	A Law Student 
Collects: Simon Greenleaf and Michael Morales—Spring 2009,	bosToN CoLL. Law,	http://www.bc.edu
/schools/law/library/about/rarebook/exhibitions/greenleaf09.html	(last	visited	Oct.	28,	2011).
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tion	to	have	fun	in	his	work.	His	Juvenile	Jurisprudence	Collection	sparkles	in	large	
part	because	he	had	fun	creating	it.	If	his	collection	does	nothing	other	than	inspire	
his	colleagues	and	disciples	to	have	some	fun	on	the	job,	it	will	have	been	worth	the	
effort.
